first European to follow this route was the British explorer and agent Ney Elias in 1885, who crossed the Ghijak Pass to Chat (Qat) on the Karatash, followed the river to its source near the Karatash Pass, and went on to the lake (Fig. 2) . It was the unexplored and treacllerous lower reaches of the Karatash which interested Sir Aurel Stein. He became the first European to traverse that part of the river in 1913, probably one of his more dangerous undertakings, but when he first published about his extended and rewarding Third Expedition, he merely summarized the feat in a paragraph (Stein, 1916; 1923) . His lengthier description 15 years after the event admitted the difficulty of the undertaking and included a number of photograplls (Stein, 1928) . With Stein's encouragement, in 1923 Skrine became the second European to complete the traverse, while undertaking to extend his predecessor's surveys into the heart of the 'Kongur Alps'. On his return to England, Skrine lectured to the Royal Geographical Society on the Kongur Alps; his description of both his and Stein's exploration of the Karatash appeared in Ehe Geographical jFournal of November 1925 (Skrine, 1925a) . His book, Chinese Central Asia, contains additional material on his explorations, and he helped revise descriptions in the India General Staff book on routes in Xinjiang (Skrine, 1926; General Staff, 1926) . In 1996, the author took with him copies of Skrine's article and its accompanying map.
Subsequently, an examination has been made of Skrine's unpublished correspondence (Skrine, 1922; 1923) and uncatalogued photographs, and more importantly Stein's correspondence and field diary for 1913 (Stein, 1913a and 1913b) , where there is considerable detail that he did not publish on his venture into the Karatash. In order to provide a sense of the way they learned about the Karatash and help provide a base-line for further, systematic study of the rig. 2. nle Karatash River azld the KongurAlps 'MYSTERIOUS AND TERRIBLE KARATASH GORGES' 309 area, portions of the documents are reproduced here, and comment is made on their observations. It is striking how little conditions of travel and, in many respects, patterns of settlement and economic activity have changed in the more than 80 years since Stein first entered the Karatash Valley.
Where Stein tended to understate difficulties he overcame, in contrast Skrine did not hesitate to emphasize that the gorges of the lower Karatash were 'mysterious and terrible'. In a letter home dated 3 October 1922, he provided a vivid impression of the obstacles to the passage of the river (heading upstream) on his initial, unsuccessful attempt:
Our next march was to Kaying Aghzi ('mouth of the Kaying [glen] '), not long but distinctly difficult. The road lay almost continuously over the stones and boulders of the river banks & the swift relentless green flood had to be crossed 8 or 9 times. The reason why the Karatash River is practically unknown is that while in winter and spring it is blocked with ice and snow, in summer the river is swollen by melting snows & the increased volume of the glacier streams makes the passage of baggage animals up or down impossible. Only the Kirghiz find their way along appalling 'paths' along the cliffface, tracks which make you dizzy merely to look at them from below. Once I noticed, high up on an apparently sheer, smooth-faced precipice a tree-trunk which looked as if it had been glued to the rock face. I was wondering how on earth it had got there, when the Beg who accompanied us told me that it had been placed there by Kirghiz to help them over a bad bit in summer! The last few miles of the march were through the Tugene Tar, a nasty bit of winding gorge down which an icy wind swept continually. The river was only just fordable, it being mid-October -a fortnight earlier we would not have got as far as we did. As it was, we had to give up our idea of penetrating right up to Chimgan, 10,250 ft. up & a flourishing Kirghiz settlement... The march between Kaying Aghzi and Chimgan was found to be be quite irnpossible even for ridden horses, such was the force of the stream. We were too early, the Kirghiz told us. It was not possible for animals to get up to Chimgan till November or early December. The river is crossed 16 times in this section, and the walls of the gorges, many thousand feet high, almost meet overhead in some places. Skrine, 1922 Images such as these were in the author's mind in late July 1996 when crossing the Gez River on a footbridge next to the Karakoram Highway and heading up into the mountains. The first section of the route largely followed Skrine's on the trails frequented by the Kyrgyz in the Tigarmansu, Chopkana and Kaying Valleys (Fig. 2) . At one point in the early going, owing to a silly mistake in interpreting the map, the author was in a precarious position above an impassible cliff-it was a sharp reminder of the dangers of venturing alone. In fact in some ways distinguished predecessors had an easier tirne of it. They travelled with a caravan of pack animals and attendants and used local guides all along the way. Not a believer in 'toothbrush travel', as he called it, Skrine even included in his camp kit 'a tin-lined wooden bath-tub of immense solidity' with hot and cold water tanks (Skrine, 1926 Stein considered the route from there up the Karatash to its source to be 'well known'. In fact, the most detailed description today is in the little-known 1926 route book (General Staff, 1926), which leaves some confusion about the Karatash Pass. Before following Stein down the Karatash then, comment will be made regarding the route up it to the pass which the locals call Karatash Davan (Fig. 2) sense of the topography of the region. Included here (Plate III) is a previously unpublished telephoto he took at this time, which is the only photograph known to the author that shows with some detail Kongur from the south-east. In his book he also published several photographs of the 'Kirghiz of the Karatash', including two of a wedding party to which he and his wife Doris were invited en route downstream from Chat to Chimgan.
Travel in this part of the Karatash Valley is not difficult. The valley is quite wide, and the river is easily fordable just above Chat. Below the town, en route to Chimgan, the trail in places clings to clifEs above the river on the traditional rafiks of brush and stones. At one such precarious stretch in 1996, the path was crumbling away, forcing riders to dismount and lead their horses across the dangerous section. Unlike in the day of Stein and Skrine though, the Karatash had to be crossed just once before Chimgan, and that on a bridge whose abutments have been reinforced with concrete.
Stein continues: The author's experience in approaching the rock pinnacle of Kara-tumshuk (Kyrgyz, 'black beak' or 'snout') from the opposite direction, on the west side of the river, was somewhat analogous. In coming along the very dry plateau to its north, back away from the gorge of the river, the bridge on which to cross to the east bank was never seen (had it been there in Stein's day, he would not have had to backtrack). So the author followed the well-trodden trail up behind the pinnacle (see Skrine's previously unpublished photograph, Plate V) and descended to the farmstead across the side-stream. There, fortunately, two young informants were found. With his few words of Kyrgyz (the key one being kEipik, bridge) and by sketching on the ground, the author learned from the boys that it was necessary to backtrack to the bridge and cross. Conversation with them established that the bridge was one of four between the Kaying and Chimgan. Three of the four are constructed purely in traditional cantilever fashion, using logs, rocks, and brush; only the bridge nearest Chimgan had modern reinforcement. Stein was obviously mistaken in thinking that the worst was over once past Kara-tumshuk: 
